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THE FORENSIC ASSISTANTSHIP: ITS ROLE IN THE GRADUATE PROGRAM

Larry G. Schnoor

Graduate assnstantshlps are often valoable posntlons for students who

wish to fund their pursunt of a graduate degree and at the same time

galn experience in uarlous aspects of the areas of communication:

Numerous degree grantlng institutions offer asslstantshlps for a variety

of reasons; among them being research assistants, tea hlng assistants,
and forenslc a§§|stants or any comblnatlon whlch meets the needs é; the

granting institution: While it would be iéaiaiéaeaﬁé to examine the
entlre speCtrum of graduate asslstantshlps in speech communlcatlon, durlng

the next ?ew minutes, I shall be deallng only with the forensic
assistantship and its role in the §raduate program

My approach is influenced by several factors: (1) E} observations of

forensnc assnstantsinps based on 23 years nf experience as a dlrector of

forenslcs; (2) my conuersatlons wlth other dlrectors of ?orenslcs durlng

my role as a Chalrperson of a Speech Department wlth a graduate program.

realize that wWhile some of my reactlons may be dn??erent from several of

g |

you in this room, there will be sufficient commonaiity for all of us to

identify with some of the areas explored in the next few minutes.

The extent of the use of graduate assnstantshaps in forensics is not very

clear: An examinstion vf the various communication journais revealed that

little has t been researched regardlng ?orenslc assista ntshipsa In 19?3,

Dr. Ricke researched college foren5|cs in the Unlted States and repcrted
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that of the . 57 FEﬁiiei he reéeided, only 17:46 % of the programs indicated
that graduate Student§ were ﬁired to assrst the dlrector of ?orensacs. He
assumed that thls was obunously llmlted to graduate degree granting
institutions for the most part. As I know from personal experience, there
are ﬁaw<bro§rami existiﬁg at institutions without graduate programs that

employ forensic assistants that may be attending a graduate school in a

near-by location.

In 1983, ! conducted a study of forensic budgets of the schools that had

attended the 1982 AFA NIET. That study revealed that the use of
assistants, whether faculty or graduate students, was indicated by 56

schools ¢49%) and ranged from one assistant to a maximum of nine. Upon

the re-examination of the data for that study, 1 have discovered that of

the 56 schools with assnstants, 26 (46/) of the respondents |dent|f|ed

tﬁit thei ; ﬁrograms used graduat a**'*taﬁtg in the forensic bragram.

Eaﬁgéa from one to a maximum of ﬁiﬁe* with a éiiar9 riﬁge from a low of
$2 000 for the year to a hagh of $5 000 a year wlth free tuntlon and a
housing Allowance of $150 per month. It aag not clear as to just what was

requnred in the way of duties for these assnstants, whether they were
coaching assistants only or if they had to teach one, two, or more classes
in addition to their forensic responsibilites.

The most recent étﬁdi; conducted by Jeff Brand and Judy DeBoer was sent to
151 schools. They received a response from éi; With 46 (820) iﬁditating

<hey used §radﬁate assistants in the forensic program. It seems to be

very clear that the use of graduate assistants has increased substantially

since Ricke’s study in 1973,




As far as can be determ|1ed, none of these research projects revealed a

number of factors that should be inoestigated in order to fully understand

the role o¥ the forensic assistant in graduate program. 1 have 1imited my

éaeéiigé of these factors to the three that 1 feel are basic and relate

to most programs that make use o? ?orensnc asslstants.

Bne o¥ the first factors that should be consndered is the size of the

entire graduate program in the department. In many cases that I have

obserued, the graduate program is very small; in #séé; in some éiééé. the
only graduate students are those directly involved in the forensic
program. This is probably the case in more institutions then we would

like to béiiéoé; We faced this situation at my institution several years
ago. thie we were undergolng our departments reunew, the outside

consultants asked S what the cr|t|cal mass was for our graduate program

and directed us to consider whether or not we were dolng our graduate

students & service. At that time we had or 1y three full-time, on campus

graduate ¢tuUents and all three were involved with the forensic program.
The consultants were concerned with the point that without a larger aumber

of graduate students to -nteract wlth dld we haue our qraduate program

?or the purpose of educatlng future scholars and practncnoners of
communication or was our program really designed just to provide

asslstants for the forensnc program9 Slnce that tnme we haue enlarged our

graduate program s0 that today we have twelve graduate assistants in the
department; only three of which are involved with ;aiéﬁgieg; and another
four full-time graduate students in communication on campus. The issue is
really related to the element of service: Does the graduate program -the

forensic assistantship-- exist for the purpose of providing help for the




forensic program or does it exist as a viable graduate program; allowing
sufficient interaction between students with a variety of interasts in the

field of communication?

A second viztor that deserves attention is the use of the graduate
forensic assistantship as the director of forensics. There are a number
of institutions that do not have a regular staff member appointed as the
director of forensics and give this position to a graduate student: As
we all Know, there are 2 number of graduate students that are very capable

of handling such an appointment, and have been very successful in doing

so. That is not the issue. The real issue is whether or not this is the
best for the forensics program itself. With a §Féaééié assistant filling
the role of directing the forensic program; the program is under new
leadership every two years. In addition, 1ittle can be done to &éoeiﬁb
long range growth plans for the program and numérous other problems may
exist regarding budget development as well as relationships between the

students on the forensic team and the rest of the staff of the dépihiméhi.
Granted, the anly way a forensic program may exist at a number of schools,
because of monetary problems; may be for the program to be directed by a

EFi&uaie assistant. However, 1 #irmiy béiiéoé iﬁai many schoois use ihis

means as an excuse not to fund a director’s position and staff it with
regular faculty: This could be due to the lack of support of the forensic

program by the staff of the entire department, or the institution.

A third factor that deserves attention is related to the question of

priorities. All of us that are involved with forensic programes that make

use of graduste assistants need fo addvess this issue. What should be the
first priority of the forensic assistant? 1 am afraid that in many cases,
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the answer to that questioh would be the forensic program. Yet, the

assnstant is in graduate school worklng on an advanced degree and I would
hope that the fnrst prnorlty would be the asslstants academic course work.
The ?act that it may not be, could be due to pressure by dlrectors of
forensic aragraﬁg to 556&6&& ﬁiﬁhiﬁé teams ai,ia lessen their own work
load. Another could be selé-enduced bressure by the éraduate assistants.

Feeling the need to aiaeé themselves as successful coaches, or not

recognnznng that they are no longer competlng themseloes, many graduate

assistants give their most energy and time to the Forensic program rather

than the academic courses they are taklng. 1 am sure each of us in this

room could cite cases of graduate students that haue served as forensic

asslstants, ?lnlshed the|r ellbllltr ?or haulng an sgéiéf;ﬁféﬁiég and

may even flnlsh thelr course work but have not fnnlsheo the requlrements

for the degree and in some cases, may never do so. As a depar tment chair

and as a director o? a Forensic program, 1 have to be careful that I do

not contribute to this 55&5155; The iuestioh ot priority is clearly one

that needs to addressed by everyone involved in fcrénsic programs.

1 do not want to glve the impression that I feel everything related to the
role o? the ?orenslc asslstantshlp is negatnve. That is not ca-e. As !
think about the past 23 years; as I think about the peopie that i have

worked with in my own program as well as those that have worked in other

programs, I realize that the forensic assistantship has allowed a number
of students to gain invaluabie experience and to go on to become very
successful coaches of thelr own programs and to make valuable
COhIPIbUtIOhS to the fleld o? speech communication. This will cohtiﬁue;

ut at the same tlme, we must be aware that the system of US'"Q graduate

o

students as assistants in the forensic program can be improved and that




we must and should continue to investigate how best to make those

improvements.




